ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
The magi: Gelltiks or Jews? continue to occupy the attention of New Testament scholars in the future, but I do not wish to discuss these perennial problems here The focus of the present study is quite different from the issues of historicity and sources.
Our interest resides in the racial or ethnic status of the magi as they appear in Matthew's Gospel. To put the matter in simple terms, did the evangelist intend to depict the magi as Gentiles, or did he expect his readers to identify them as Jews? Many scholars might perhaps be surprised by the very question. The view that the magi were Gentiles has enjoyed almost universal support from the second century onwards. It is first found in the writings of Justin Martyr in the middle of the second century, and it was the standard belief in the writings of the other church fathers. Not surprisingly this view still prevails in popular imagination, and it dominates modem Matthean scholarship. So widespread is the thesis that the magi were Gentiles that very often commentators and exegetes merely presume that it is true, and they make no real attempt to provide any evidence in favour of it. It is important to note that much is built by Matthean scholars upon this particular understanding of the magi. As positive Gentile characters in the Gospel narrative, the magi tell us much about the evangelist's views about the Gentiles and his universalistic perspective. Many scholars make the general point that the magi who pay homage to the new-born Jewish messiah represent the Gentile world; they therefore foreshadow the Gentiles who believe in Jesus in the time of the evangelist. 6 It is the purpose of this study to subject this common understanding of the magi to scrutiny. How certain is the claim that the magi are Gentile characters? Appeal to the witness of the patristic sources and/or to the longevity of this view is not permissible The church fathers were themselves Gentiles, and their later interpretation of particular Gospel Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988 T & T Clark, , 1991 T & T Clark, , 1997 , I, pp 228, 253; J Gnilka, Das Matthiiusevangelium, (2 vols; HTKNT; Freiburg: Herder, 1986 , 1988 (European University Studies 23.482; Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1993), pp 61, 73-5. subject these arguments to closer scrutiny, it is necessary to put them into proper perspective.
The first point to make in this regard is that not one study of the many I consulted produced all seven pieces of evidence. The most offered in any single work was five, but the presence of this many arguments was a rarity; most studies confined themselves to two or three. This is a significant point, for it means that even the supporters of the Gentile status of the magi do not give credence to all the arguments on offer. That is to say, any given scholar accepts the validity of some but not all of the seven arguments involved, and most are impressed by no more than three. Therefore, the seven arguments should not be interpreted as constituent parts of a carefully constructed and widespread cumulative arguent. Secondly, and this follows on from the previous point, there is no agreement at all amongst scholars as to which of the seven arguments are valid. Some scholars make much of a certain piece of evidence, while others ignore it. More importantly, in other cases comentators specifically deny the Validity of certain evidence that other scholars consider crucial for building an argument that the magi were Gentiles. The upshot of this is not merely that the supporters of the consensus position disagree among themselves on the issue of the relevant evidence, but that their counter-arguments tend to cancel out the positive arguments TIle ",tlgi: Gentiles or Jews? they produce. As a result of this, the very hypothesis they are all attempting to validate beomes correspondingly weakened.
In order to call into question the view that the evangelist intended the magi to be taken as Gentiles, it is of course not sufficient to point out the lack of unanimity in the consensus position; it is necessary to examine the seven arguments one by one. And when this is done, it soon becomes clear that not one of these arguments stands up to critical analysis. In some cases the evidence is far more ambiguous than scholars allow, and in other instances it is much overstated. The result of such a critique is that the consensus view of Matthean scholarship that the magi were Gentiles is far less secure than its proponents believe. The consequence of this point is that we must begin to take seriously the alternative hypothesis that the evangelist considered these exotic figures from the east to be Jews and not Gentiles. This conclusion of course has importance repercussions for determining the evangelist's views about the Gentiles and his supposed universalism, and these will be detailed in the conclusions of this study.
THE MAGI AS GENTILES: AN ANALYSIS OF THE ARGUMENTS
The first argument, which is more often implicit than stated directly, makes the point that, since these people are magi and astrologers, they are by definition Gentiles 8 Needless to say, this argument carries little conviction. It is based upon two assumptions which are demonstrably incorrect. These assumptions are 1. that Jews were never magi and 2. that Jews were not interested in astrological practices. We shall take each issue in tum.
It can be granted at once that originally all magi were Gentiles. They were members of the Persian priestly -caste and the most significant figures in the national religion of Zoroastrianism, and they were regarded as specialists in the interpretation of dreams. In later times, however, the term J. The second argument in favour of the Gentile status of the magi is based upon the information that these figures came from the east to Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Since they derived from a country outside the Jewish homeland, it must be assumed that they were Gentiles.13 This argument is as swprising as it is weak. The magi were clearly not residents of the traditional Jewish homeland, but in the first century Jews were hardly confined to this small area. In the preceding centuries, the Jewish people had moved into all part of the narrative use the alternative term ''the King ofIsrael". As Jesus hangs on the cross, the chief priests, scribes and elders call him ''the King ofIsrael" as they mock and deride him (27:42). 1973, 1979, 1986, 1987) We may now tum to the fourth argument. The magi must be considered Gentiles because, as learned as they are, they seem not to know the Hebrew scriptures. Their ignorance of the Jewish sacred texts is apparent from the fact that they are forced to ask the location of the messiah's birth-place. 17 This argument too is less than convincing, and two points can be made against it.
First, the motif of the magi's public inquiry as to the whereabouts of the infant Matthew might therefore have portrayed the magi as ignorant of the scriptures for the purpose of the story-line. We need not draw the conclusion from this that the magi were
Gentiles.
This brings us to the second and more important point Scholars merely assume that any Jewish magi must have been experts in the Hebrew scriptures, but this assumption needs to be questioned. Not one of the three Jewish magi referred to above is said to have had any expertise in the area of scriptural exegesis. The magus Simon of Acts 8:9-24 was a practitioner of magic and a source of great power, while Elymas was also a magician with perhaps a gift of prophecy (though Luke labels him a false prophet). The Atomos of the Josephus narrative is simply called a magus, and his area of speciality is never spelt out. All magi, be they Jewish or Gentile, devoted themselves completely to their esoteric arts, and it seems unreasonable to expect the Jews among their number to immerse themselves as wen in a thorough study of their scriptures. The evangelist specifies very clearly that the magi who visited Jesus were experts in astrology and the movements of the stars, and perhaps as This difficulty has not gone unnoticed, and scholars have offered an explanation for this discrepancy. According to R E Brown. the shift in imagery from a star which symbolises the messiah to a star that heralds his arrival is understandable once the messianic 20 Those scholars who emphasise the In response to this problem, R H Gundry has proposed that Matthew expected his readers "to catch such allusions",24 but this is hardly satisfactory If this was Matthew's policy, then we should not expect to find any fonnula quotations in the Gospel. Gundry needs to show why the evangelist spells out the fulfilment of prophecy in some cases, but is There is no easing of the condemnation of Balaam in the early Christian traditions.
In 2 Peter the author criticises false teachers who carouse and sin, commit adultery and tempt the righteous (2:13-14). These people have followed the way of Balaam (2:15-16).
The implication here is that the opponents of the author have committed the same :;in as Turning now to the sixth argument, many scholars contend that the gifts of the magi
to the baby Jesus demonstrate that these figures were Gentiles. This motif recalls a number of prophetic passages in the Hebrew scriptures, in which the Gentiles will travel to Zion bearing gifts as they submit to the will of God. Of particular importance are Isaiah 60 and Psalm 72. In the fonner we read; "Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising (v 3) .. , the wealth of the nations shall come to you (v 5) '" they shall bring gold and frankincense (v 6 Testament passages played no part at all in his interpretation of this story.
The final argument for the Gentile status of the magi is that such an identification is consistent with other major Matthean themes, especially the comparison between unbelieving Israel and the believing Gentile world. In 2:2-12 Matthew strongly contrasts the magi, the representatives of the Gentiles, with Herod, the chief priests and the scribes, who signify the disobedient people of God. 33 This argument relies to a large extent on the assumption that Matthew was completely pro-Gentile and in some respects negative towards the Jewish people and the religion of Judaism. Neither of these points can be taken for granted, however.
In terms of the evangelist's attitude towards the Gentiles, the situation is rather more complex than normally supposed. I have argued elsewhere that the common scholarly claim of Matthew's positive view of the Gentiles is based upon both the misinterpretation of some Gospel passages and the omission from consideration of a number of clear anti-Gentile texts (cf 5:46-7; 6:7-8; 6:31-2; 7:6; 18:17) .34 On the question of the relationship between Matthew's Christian Jewish community and Judaism, this too is a complicated subject. The evidence suggests, however, that this group considered itself to be within Judaism even though it was in conflict with formative Judaism. The Gospel neither condemns the religion of Judaism nor all Jews, but it does judge harshly the leaders of formative Judaism, the scribes and the Pharisees. 35 Since the evangelist does not present a simplistic picture of believing Gentiles and unbelieving Jews, it is impermissible to read such a pattern into his infancy narrative. them as Jews and not as Gentiles. The reality of the situation is that the evangelist did not make clear the racial origins of the magi. We have to presume that Matthew assumed this knowledge on th~ part of his readers. Unfortunately we modern readers are not privy to this information, so we are faced with a choice between the two alternatives.
The very uncertainty of the evidence does, however, have an important consequence.
As noted above, scholars make considerable use of the (Gentile) magi in developing an argument for Matthew's positive view of the Gentile world and for substantiating the evangelist's universalistic perspective; it is in fact one of the main pillars on which these theses are built. If, however, the certainty is removed and the Gentile nature of the magi becomes a possibility to be considered alongside the equally plausible possibility that they were Jews, then these hypotheses are dealt a significant blow. From now on scholars must attempt to build their case without any reference to the magi in the Matthean infancy narrative.
